'climate' . Great patches of plants, large enough to be coloured in the family atlas, were called 'formations' . Later, ecologists complained that animals were being neglected and were probably as typical to the climate as were the plants. They named a terrestrial unit with characteristic climate a 'biome' , a name that has stuck, even though it is a mere abstraction.
A conservationists' lament echoed in this book is that most nature reserves and conservation areas are now in the wrong places. Some, such as Yellowstone National Park, were set up on land that was little good for anything else; others were created to protect a good bit of a biome, or a place where the cuddly or the rare were known to live. But the greenhouse is moving the air masses, so the old places of refuge will be no use. What is to be done?
Strangely, palaeoecology comes to our rescue. We know from fossils, particularly from fossil pollen, how the plants of the great Pleistocene formations survived the repeated redrawing of the climate map of the ice-age Earth. Plants left the formations of their ancestors and dispersed to new habitats, or hung on in patches where the new climate was within the bounds of tolerance, or coexisted at the edges of old ranges with plant survivors of what was once an adjacent range.
Plants move as seeds, carried by winds or animals, whereas animals can move on their own. But they can all move, and they all do: none of them are forced to remain in what used to be a refuge or a relationship. The answer to the conservationist dilemma, then, is to let every refuge have an escape route. Conceive a world of scattered refuges in between patchworks of land parcels of mixed use: built-up areas, parks, houses with gardens, green strips on highways, windbreaks. Conservationists call this design the 'matrix' -a meaning in keeping withthe word's derivation from the Latin for 'womb' . If we concentrate on providing a good matrix between conservation areas, we just might solve the problem.
The politics will be difficult. Some of the book's authors pin their hopes on trying to stop us building the greenhouse. My own cynical view is that if the government of a great nation will not act to protect the livelihoods of its own citizens, it is unlikely to take political risks to defend a few animals and plants. Lovejoy and Hannah's book may well be the only kind of resource we have: an attempt to let those who have the power to act know what the intelligence system of science is saying, and that it should be believed. This is where the battle must be fought. Now we need some even more readable essays.
